
[image: Cover: Searching for the Messiah, by Barrie Wilson]




[image: Searching for the Messiah by Barrie Wilson, Pegasus Books]






for Jacob, Noah, Eden, Bari, Dylan, Ryder, Beau, Cooper, Mackenzie, Thalia, and Jackson



The future is bright. Enjoy!
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Lois, you say the world doesn’t need a savior, but every day, I hear people crying for one.

(Superman in Superman Returns)



For millennia, people around the world have embraced the search for a rescuer or messiah. Christians, Jews, and Muslims in particular have been caught up in this pursuit, either looking for a returning messiah or one yet to come. Religious scholars, megachurch pastors, and television evangelists pour over ancient manuscripts and prophecies looking for signs when the messiah will arrive to set things right.

Even Hollywood has become caught up in messianic fervor. People around the globe flock to blockbuster films whose superhero saviors rescue humanity and pack theaters, generating huge fortunes for their studios.

The search for a messiah has never been timelier, or more important, than right now. Currently many people dread the state of the world. Things are clearly a mess.

A deadly pandemic has swept the world, creating in its wake fear, anxiety, and economic uncertainty. Hit by medical and financial threats simultaneously, people are overwhelmed with major concerns: personal and family health, job security, income, investments, and social contact with others.

Politically, citizens in many countries are at loggerheads with each other. Holding little respect for different views, opposing camps viciously lambast each other with personal attacks. Angry people confront one another over politics, religion, lifestyles, and moral choices. Adding to the fray, traditional and social media have become increasingly polarized. Retreating to comfortable ideological niches, they create confusion and uncertainty concerning authentic versus fake information.

The past century has witnessed massive world wars, unimaginable horrors and atrocities, a Holocaust, famines, and genocides in many parts of the globe. The Middle East is constantly on fire and powerful new entities—Russia, China, and Iran among them—have emerged to challenge American and Western might and leadership. Climate and economic refugees fleeing unsustainable environments face huge barriers, nations that have slammed the door shut with the attitude that “none is too many.” Countless millions live each day in fear for their lives and those of their children.

All-seeing drones, job-threatening artificial intelligence devices, and invasive cyber capabilities—all these add to modern-day anxiety about the future.

What’s next?

Since people and governments have made such a mess of things, people search for a way out. Where’s messiah when we need him the most?

If the messiah were to appear, how would we recognize him? Do we even know what are we searching for?

Put simply, what’s a messiah? Without the answer to that question, how can we identify a genuine one from a mere charlatan?

These seem like simple questions, but they aren’t.

A natural place to start our search is with the Bible. Surprisingly, it doesn’t tell us what a messiah is. The Hebrew Bible, or the Old Testament,I says very little about the criteria for being a real messiah. There’s not one book, not even one chapter, devoted to the idea of a messiah. There’s more in these scriptures on diagnosing and curing skin diseases than on the topic of the messiah.

And yet, Christians claim that Jesus is not just a messiah, but the messiah. How can we evaluate this claim without an idea of what being a messiah means? What did Jews of Jesus’s time understand by the term “messiah”? Why did some say Jesus was the messiah and others say that he was not? The Christian Scriptures, or the New Testament, also caution us about being misled by “false messiahs.” How can we identify such unreliable individuals without a job description?

The search for a messiah is not just rooted in religious contexts. Some modern political leaders cultivate savior imagery, promising people better times ahead. Barack Obama, for instance, touted his “Audacity of Hope” promise, while Donald Trump pledged to “Make America Great Again.” Younger, more radical rivals have surfaced who challenge conventional ways of thinking about the climate, economy, healthcare, immigration reform, and international relations.

Add to these the many political leaders of the past century who have sung the messianic siren song. These include not only dictators such as Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, Mao Zedong, and Fidel Castro who held out hope for their people, but also visionaries such as Woodrow Wilson who was hailed as the “Savior of Humanity” for his work helping to end World War I. International bodies—the League of Nations, the United Nations—were created with high expectations to save us from war, only to disappoint time and time again. Why do people so eagerly respond to these would-be saviors?

Increasingly, saviors are to be found in popular new cosmologies, fictitious though they may be. Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman, Aquaman, Captain Marvel, Spider-Man, and many others saturate our popular culture as superheroic individuals with amazing powers. They fight evil forces to make the world a safer and better place. In so doing these rescuers have created new rival alternate universes, different conceptual frameworks for understanding the world in which we live.

Why has the superhero genre become so popular recently as the DC Extended Universe and the Marvel Cinematic Universe vie for cultural supremacy? What does this preoccupation with superhero saviors tell us about the world in which we live today?

Why is the search always for “someone else” to clean up the mess? Why is it always “someone else’s” job?

Why do we look to religion, politics, and pop culture for a messiah, savior, or rescuer? Have we perhaps been looking in all the wrong places?



In this book, I aim to tackle these key questions by providing the most current historical scholarship and groundbreaking research on issues which have never been more timely—or more important. Along the way we’ll discuss an important neglected ancient manuscript penned just a few decades before the birth of Jesus. It tells us definitively what Jews meant by “messiah.”

The book explores the hopes and dreams generated by messiahs, superheroes, and other saviors who promise better times, coming soon. It is meant for those who like to “wrestle” with complex issues.

Written from a historical perspective, not a faith one, it should appeal to those who enjoy searching for understanding important ideas based on textual evidence. The results of the investigation should yield new insights and provide an excellent catalyst for discussion.

Barrie Wilson, PhD

Professor Emeritus & Senior Scholar

Humanities and Religious Studies

York University, Toronto

I. Jewish scholars prefer the terms “Hebrew Bible” and “Christian Scriptures,” whereas Christians use “Old Testament” and “New Testament.” When the latter phrases are used in this book, no theological significance is attached to “New” and “Old” as if one replaced the other.






I JESUS AS A MESSIAH—SOME QUESTIONS







1 A BREAKTHROUGH INSIGHT [image: ]


A Long Trek

Jesus, it’s hot!”

So might Peter have exclaimed as he and the rest of Jesus’s students trudged over the rocky barren hills north of Capernaum.

As is usual with summers in northern Israel, it’s hot… very hot. Temperatures in the midafternoon soar into the upper 90s. The year is 30 BCE. Jesus and his band of weary followers are on the move northward, having left the village of Bethsaida and their home base, the tiny fishing town of Capernaum. As the Gospel of Mark puts it, “Jesus went on with his disciples to the villages of Caesarea Philippi” (Mark 8:27).I

We can imagine them looking back from the top of the long sloping hills above Capernaum. From there they could see the mud-brick homes of their lakefront village nestled along the northern edge of the Sea of Galilee. The Sea of Galilee wasn’t, of course, a real “sea,” but it deserved this name being the largest freshwater lake in the Middle East. From their vantage point high above the village, both the eastern and western sides of the lake stood out. In the sweltering haze, they could dimly make out the southern edge, only 13 miles distant.

The lake looked very small indeed. But it represented life. The Sea of Galilee provided abundant fish for Jesus and his followers to eat to supplement their staples. It offered refreshing breezes in the hot summer evenings, and, above all, it gave fresh water. Some talked eventually of building fish farms like those in the wealthier village of Magdala just a few miles west, along the coast. Most fished daily to feed their families, taking their boats out onto the usually calm lake. Capernaum, they all thought, was beautiful. It was, after all, home.

Not far inland from the shore in Capernaum rose an impressive synagogue, built out of black basalt. They could clearly see that edifice—the largest in the village—rising above the houses and marketplace. Jesus had taught there and in villages around the lake, especially on the east side of the Sea of Galilee.

Today, however, Jesus and his band of students were on the move. Why were they headed towards Caesarea Philippi far in the north? They were venturing away from home and their familiar daily routines. These included fishing, fetching water, looking after their growing families, and studying Torah. The latter was the Jewish Law or Teaching as expressed in the first five books of the Bible, Genesis through Deuteronomy.

Jesus’s ragtag group of some 12 individuals had gradually made its way northwards, mile after arduous mile, perhaps with Peter upfront and Judas bringing up the rear. Who else joined in the excursion, we might well ask? The disciples’ wives, for instance? Some older children in for the adventure? A few admirers—groupies, perhaps?

Very likely, Mary the Magdalene was in the entourage. She was, after all, a wealthy woman, the closest associate of Jesus, perhaps even his life partner. She helped fund his mission, along with several other wealthy women such as Joanna, the wife of Herod Antipas’s chief of staff, and Susanna (Luke 8:1–3). A two-week sojourn to northern Israel and back for 13 or more individuals was an expensive undertaking. Jesus was fortunate to have such well-heeled, and, in the case of Joanna, politically well-placed patrons.

What about Jesus’s brothers—Jacob (whom we call James); Joseph, or José for short; Judas or Jude, and Simon (Mark 6:3)? Had they tagged along as well, perhaps with their families?

The trek was challenging—about 40 miles. They would have thought of it as a three or four-day walk. All in the steamy heat. To undertake such a journey required a serious purpose. What was the reason for this trip? As students of Jesus, these disciples were used to travel. This tiny group was, after all, on an urgent and vital mission, alerting people to the coming Kingdom of God, the coming of a time when the whole world would be transformed. A far better world, they thought, and likely they sensed they’d have a prominent place in it, along with their teacher. Prepare, Jesus preached, for this new social and political order. In this connection, he emphasized performing acts of kindness, compassion, and mercy, as well as forgiving others.

A few miles north of Capernaum and Bethsaida, they would join the well-trodden ancient highway that had connected Egypt with Asia and Europe for centuries. Along the way they would encounter caravans, merchants, and missionaries promoting strange religions from the East, as well as Egyptian sages, Greek philosophers, religious leaders, and brave travelers like themselves. They’d pass by soldiers, too, and foreigners, not only from lands north and east, but also local settlers from Greece and Rome who had built ten non-Jewish cities in Galilee. They would have brought water with them, flat bread, and some lentils. From time to time they’d purchased figs and dates from passing merchants. They walked over barren, rocky hills with few trees, their skin parched by the hot sun. They crossed a marsh with myriads of mosquitoes infected with malaria.

Caesarea Philippi

Finally, the group reached what appeared to be their destination. They were approaching a mountainous area, with abundant shade trees. Off in the distance, snow-capped peaks beckoned the weary sojourner. It was a welcome sight, the promise of a cooler climate… and rest. Is this why they had ventured so far? Was this a holiday or did Jesus have some other purpose in traveling so far away from their usual haunts?

Jesus had traveled with his disciples into the area known as Caesarea Philippi. Situated on a terrace overlooking a valley, the city was flanked to the north by Mount Hermon, an impressive mountain range towering in some places 9000 feet above sea level. The area was lush, with groves of trees providing shade from the scorching summer sun. Through dense forests, water gushed up from the earth—a multitude of cascading springs that combined eventually to form the Jordan River.

The religious significance of the terrain was not lost on ancient peoples. The area around Caesarea Philippi was devoted to the worship of the god Pan. Pan was an amusing deity, a playful Greek god of nature and wildlife. He was the custodian, or shepherd, of the untamed outdoors, an energetic and sexually active god. Not as stern as Zeus, nor as wise or as nurturing as Artemis, Pan appealed to those who sought a bit of joy in the midst of a harsh existence. The religious rites associated with Pan provided people with a much-needed break from the ordinary, a time out for exuberant celebrations—a far cry from the daily grind of providing shelter, safety, and food for their families.

At the time of Jesus, there were shrines and grottos all around Caesarea Philippi dedicated to this much-beloved deity, Pan. So popular was this accommodating god that most townspeople simply called their city Caesarea Paneas. It was a sacred site to which Jesus had led his small group.

But why? Why were they here? Why so far afield? And why had they come to a center of pagan worship?

Caesarea Philippi was doubly sacred. Devoted not only to Pan, this town was also dedicated to none other than Caesar, the supreme ruler of the Mediterranean world, sometimes thought of as human, sometimes as divine, and most of the time, probably as a bit of both.

Caesar’s influence and presence exerted itself in far-flung places, remote from Rome. Troops, traders, settlers, and visitors all played a role in proclaiming the power of Roman rule. Rome was never far away. Roman laws, language, literature, religion, and troops—all these manifestations of imperial might lay right on their doorsteps in the Gentile cities that dotted the Galilean landscape. Locals could never forget that fact of life. Rome was almost as close as next door. Nazareth, for instance, the small village of Jesus’s youth, lay just a few miles southeast of a much larger non-Jewish city, Sepphoris, a bastion of Roman power and prestige.

Caesarea Philippi was Caesar’s city just as much as it was Pan’s.

Jesus’s Identity

It is in this magnificent setting of Caesarea Philippi, with two gods before him—the divine-human Roman ruler and the maverick god Pan—that Jesus poses the famous question to his disciples: “Who do people say that I am?” (Mark 8:27)

Note, here in Mark, the earliest gospel, Jesus is not asking his disciples for their impressions. He is asking a different question: how do the people to whom he had been speaking about the Kingdom of God understand him? It isn’t a test question: it’s a research poll. Jesus is simply probing for information, some feedback on what they had heard.

In modern terms, we might think of Jesus’s trek with his closest followers to the region of Caesarea Philippi as an off-site meeting, a chance to reflect, to measure results to date and plan for the future. Jesus had been speaking to crowds around the Sea of Galilee for some time. Here was a chance, away from his familiar scene, to find out from his students what they had heard. What was the reaction? How did ordinary people size him up?

Jesus’s students oblige. They report that people consider him to be either like John the Baptist, Elijah, or one of the prophets (Mark 8:28). It’s also interesting what the disciples do not report: the crowds do not think of him as a king or as a priest.

John the Baptist? Elijah? A prophet? Jesus does not reject any of these three responses and they are all worthy of serious consideration. They are, after all, impact statements, perceptions of Jesus by fellow Galileans. Each response tells us something about how this itinerant Jewish preacher was understood by the people in the Galilee in the late 20s.


Jesus as John the Baptist

Those who perceive Jesus to be like John the Baptist would have understood him as a charismatic leader. John was a contemporary, and a cousin of Jesus. He was a strange character, an ascetic. He dressed oddly. Wearing a garment made out of camel’s hair, he sported a leather belt and lived out in the harsh Judean wilderness, amongst wild animals, insects, and snakes, eating honey and locusts (Mark 1:6). He attracted followers, notably Andrew (Simon Peter’s brother), and his group of followers survived alongside Jesus’s disciples well into the Common Era.II

John the Baptist and his disciples lived by the shores of the Jordan River, only a few miles north of the strict Torah-observant community at Qumran. This was the Dead Sea Scroll Community. They were likely a reclusive group called Essenes although not all scholars agree with this identification. Was this community in touch with John the Baptist and his entourage? Did the two groups share similar views? The evidence is unclear.

Whereas the people at Qumran were turned inward, building up their own community of righteousness, John’s focus was outgoing and he responded well to the throngs of people who sought him out. He immersed Jewish individuals in the flowing water of the Jordan River. This act symbolized personal repentance (Mark 1:4), a serious commitment to turn one’s life around, to become less secular and more religious.

The Jewish historian Josephus noted that John the Baptist’s actions were popular. People poured out of Jerusalem to meet this enigmatic religious figure. According to Josephus, John urged “the Jews to exercise virtue, both as to righteousness towards one another, and piety towards God.” (Jewish Antiquities, Book 18, Chapter 5, Section 2)

Piety to God and righteousness towards others—these two pillars form the foundation laws of the Torah (or Jewish Law): the Ten Commandments (Deuteronomy 5:6–21; Exodus 20:1–17). The first commandments express piety towards God—having one and only one God, for instance, not making idols, and observing the Sabbath. The remaining commandments express righteousness towards others—not committing murder, for instance, honoring parents and not envying a neighbor’s possessions or spouses. According to Josephus, John the Baptist’s mission was simply to encourage people to become more Torah-observant, to return to the roots of their religion.

That was one way in which Jesus was perceived. Like John the Baptist, Jesus was regarded by some as advocating strict adherence to the commandments of Torah, the need for repentance and a corresponding change of lifestyle.

Jesus as Elijah

Others, the disciples report, think of Jesus as the Elijah-figure.

Elijah was the great 9th century BCEIII prophet who vigorously defended monotheism against the polytheistic Canaanites (1 Kings 17:1–2 Kings 2:11). This powerful figure also performed many miracles including a resurrection; weather control including stopping and starting storms; and zapping enemies by causing fire from heaven to descend upon them. Since Elijah was presumed not to have died—he was simply taken up into heaven in a whirlwind—it was popular belief that he would return from heaven at the dawning of the messianic era.

We find this view expressed in the book of the Hebrew prophet Malachi:


Lo, I [God] will send the prophet Elijah to you before the coming of the awesome, fearful day of the Lord. (JPS, Malachi 3:22, 23; NRSV, Malachi 4:4, 5)IV



A returning Elijah would be a messenger. In modern terms, he’d function as an emergency alert, putting the world on notice of impending momentous events.

For Malachi, the return of Elijah at some future point in history heralds the time when God will identify and separate the righteous from the wicked. During these bleak times, the wicked will be burned like straw, while the righteous will be encouraged to remain faithful to the teachings of Torah (JPS, Malachi 3:22; NRSV, Malachi 4:4). Then, just before “the awesome, fearful day of the Lord,” Elijah will reappear precipitating a time of tremendous turmoil and bloodshed.

An earlier prophet, Amos, had depicted this terrifying “day of the Lord” graphically:


Ah, you who wish

For the day of the Lord!

Why should you want

The day of the Lord?

It shall be darkness, not light!—

As if a man should run from a lion

And be attacked by a bear;

Or if he got indoors,

Should lean his hand on the wall

And be bitten by a snake! (Amos 5:18–19)V



So those who thought of Jesus as Elijah might have viewed him as the messenger sent to wake up the world to terrifying and catastrophic events.

There is another possibility, however. Elijah was the celebrated defender of faith in one God versus the polytheistic prophets of Ba’al. It is intriguing, then, that this report of Jesus as Elijah takes place before the sanctuaries of the pagan deity Pan and the divine-human Roman emperor. Perhaps Jesus is the new Elijah, a teacher who advocates strict monotheism against all competing theologies. That would recall one of the most important of the Ten Commandments—have no other gods (Deuteronomy 5:7)—or the Shema—“Hear, O Israel! The Lord is our God, the Lord alone” (Deuteronomy 6:4). Perhaps that is what some people meant when they thought of Jesus as Elijah, a new monotheistic preacher.

Or, since Elijah was known for having performed amazing miracles, perhaps some simply understood Jesus to be a miracle worker.

We do not know how they thought of Jesus when they linked him to Elijah. All these associations are possibilities and maybe all were entertained.

Jesus as a Prophet

Those weren’t the only popular perceptions of Jesus’s identity. Some, the disciples report, view Jesus as a prophet. This makes sense, because the Gospel of Mark positions him as a prophet, coming on the scene in Galilee announcing the coming Kingdom of God (Mark 1:15). Jesus promises that a new world will take shape before the eyes of those currently alive (Mark 9:1). That soon! With life expectancies at the time being in the mid-30s for most people, that means the Kingdom would materialize within a decade or two. Like the oracles of the ancient prophets, Jesus’s message is urgent: people have to prepare, now. They have to prepare, not their grandkids nor their great-grandchildren. There is no time to lose.

The ancient Hebrew prophets had emphasized a number of important themes: for example, repentance, warnings of impending disaster, new beginnings, rededication to the demands of the Torah, faithfulness to the worship of the one true God, integrity in worship, apocalyptic scenarios, and so on. Some prophets were largely negative. Amos, for instance, focused on the sins of the people in his era and outlined the likely consequences—invasion, destruction, and death.

Other prophets, however, were encouraging. A prophet like Malachi looked positively towards the future, to an era when God will reward the righteous and punish the wicked. Living at the end of the Babylonian Exile, Isaiah in Chapters 40 to 55 was also an enthusiastic prophet. He encouraged people to return to Israel and to live out the type of life that God mandated. He wrote: “A voice rings out: ‘Clear in the desert a road for the Lord!’ ” (Isaiah 40:3). Isaiah’s passage refers to Jews in exile in the Babylonian Empire. The voice is God’s: he is announcing that the way of the Lord is being prepared in the desert. The exiles can return and, metaphorically speaking, desert valleys will be raised, and hills lowered to make their sojourn home easier.

Like Malachi, the Isaiah of Chapters 40 to 55 is positive and uplifting. For Isaiah, a brand-new future now awaits the exiles. Take comfort in this historic development. Pack up and get moving. That’s his upbeat message.

So, some people perceive Jesus to be a prophet, someone who perhaps, like Isaiah, could motivate others to take seriously the idea of a better world coming soon, and to prepare for it.

This feedback—Jesus as John the Baptist, or as Elijah returned, or as a prophet—should not be glossed over. They are, after all, testimonials from Jesus’s closest associates concerning what they had heard from the people to whom Jesus had been speaking. They are reports of the various impressions Jesus had created in the minds of his audience. People of the late 20s associated Jesus with the message of a rapidly changing world and with the need to prepare for it through repentance and rededication to the obligations of the Torah.

Jesus, all his disciples, and the people to whom he was speaking around the Sea of Galilee were, of course, Jews and the Torah forms the backbone of the Jewish lifestyle. The Torah refers to the teachings or laws found in the first five books of the Hebrew Bible, that is, in the Old Testament of the Christian Bible.VI According to the disciples’ reports, in light of coming social changes on a massive scale, Jesus was regarded as a teacher. Return to your religious roots, repent, and change your ways. Why? Because the Kingdom of God was imminent. That’s the message Jesus seems to have been conveying to the crowds around the Sea of Galilee in the late 20s.


Jesus as Messiah (Christos)

Jesus does not comment on any of these perceptions. Instead, he proceeds to ask his disciples a follow-up question: “But who do you say I am?” (Mark 8:29, italics added). That shifts the ground significantly.

Peter immediately blurts out: “You are the Messiah (Christos in Greek).”

Of course, Peter, like Jesus, did not speak Greek: he spoke Aramaic. He would have said Mashiach. All the writings of the New Testament are in Greek, however, and so we have Christos, or ‘Christ’ as the translation.

Here’s the breakthrough insight: Peter says that Jesus is the messiah. That claim represents a huge imaginative leap, catapulting Jesus into superhero savior status. Note that it is not Jesus who self-identifies as messiah: it’s Peter’s impression and his alone. None of the other disciples back up Peter’s assessment.

Moreover, the disciples’ reports have not prepared us for this stunning announcement. Jesus as the messiah was not one of the reported impressions. Clearly, the people Jesus had been speaking to around the Sea of Galilee did not think of him in these terms.

So why did Peter think of him as “the messiah?” What did he mean by this description? What are we to make of Jesus’s immediate response: “And he [Jesus] sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him” (Mark 8:30)?

What a spectacular setting for Peter’s dramatic utterance! That momentous declaration is set against the magnificent backdrop of Caesar’s city and home to the Greek god Pan. Is this staging symbolic? Is there a hint of some looming power struggle between the forces of destiny—government, gods, and Jesus?

I. The New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) is the translation used throughout for passages from the Christian Scriptures/New Testament. See The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha, College Edition. Edited by Bruce M. Metzger, Roland E. Murphy. New York: Oxford University Press, 1991. This Christian translation is widely used throughout North American colleges and universities.

II. For a critical introduction to what we can now reliably know about John the Baptist, see Rivka Nir, The First Christian Believer: In Search of John the Baptist. Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2019.

III. BCE = Before the Common Era. Same as BC, Before Christ. Dates not marked BCE are dates from the Common Era (CE), same AS AD (Anno Domini).

IV. Two translations are used for the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament. “JPS” is JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh, a standard Jewish translation (Tanakh being a Hebrew acronym for the books of the Law, Prophets, and Writings that make up the Hebrew Bible). “NRSV” is New Revised Standard Version, a standard Christian translation widely used in North American colleges and universities.

V. Unless otherwise stated, the JPS translation is used throughout for passages from the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament.

VI. “Torah” can mean either the Books of the Torah, that is, the first five books of the Bible, or the actual commandments themselves expressed in those five books. Jewish scholars have identified 613 commandments—some applicable to all Jews, some only to men, others only to women and some only to priests. The Hebrew Bible or Old Testament as a whole contains three major sections: Torah, the Prophets, and the Writings.






2 CURIOUS SILENCES [image: ]


But is our original question really answered? We now know that, some four decades after the event in question, around the year 70, the author of the Gospel of Mark says that Peter declared Jesus to be the Messiah. Presumably the writer of Mark intends his late 1st century readers to agree as well. Perhaps the search for messiah has ended.

Immediately, however, more difficult questions arise.

For one thing, we do not know what Peter, or the disciples or, for that matter, what Jesus meant by this claim. What did they understand by “messiah”? Did Jesus qualify as one? If so, on what basis? How can we tell? Why should we believe Peter, especially since his impression of Jesus is so much at odds with the perceptions of ordinary people around the Galilee to whom Jesus had spoken? Why this disconnect?

For another, how does the claim that Jesus is the messiah relate to Jesus’s primary concern; that is, spreading the word to his contemporaries that the Kingdom of God is imminent? How are the ideas of messiah and Kingdom connected? Peter’s claim looks “off message,” taking the focus off a new social and political reality—the Kingdom—and placing it instead on the person of Jesus. That represents a major shift in emphasis.

Mark points out:


… Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe the good news.” (Mark 1:14, 15)



What is the gospelI or “good news”? As this passage makes clear, the good news is that the Kingdom of God is about to appear. People are to “believe,” that is, take seriously Jesus’s claim that it’s going to happen by preparing for this world-shattering event. They must be doers—they must repent. In so doing they will change themselves.

Repentance isn’t a cozy mental state, a momentary one-time confession of sins. Rather repentance represents an ongoing activity involving the whole person. It’s an entire makeover, a change in lifestyle. In the Jewish context of Jesus and his audiences, repentance means becoming more Torah-observant with all the attitudes, choices, decisions, and behaviors this requires… keeping the Sabbath and major festivals, observing the dietary laws, trusting the one God, being just in dealings with other people, forgiving others, being kind and compassionate, and so on. In other words, personal transformation is required before world transformation can possibly occur.

This emphasis by Jesus and John the Baptist on repentance and a corresponding change in lifestyle is consistent with what Malachi had said centuries before. When God sends Elijah before the coming of the “awesome, fearful day of the Lord (YHVHII),” people are to be faithful to the teachings of the Torah (Malachi 3:22–24 JPS; Malachi 4:4, 5 NRSV). So, people must “shape up” and prepare themselves and their families for the coming Kingdom.

The coming Kingdom of God, the need to prepare for it, and taking the practices of Judaism seriously—that’s how Jesus is introduced in the Gospel of Mark. It’s a call to action. Why, in the midst of this, do we suddenly get messiah talk instead of some sustained discussion of the nature of the Kingdom? Jesus’s audiences around the Galilee, the first readers of the Gospel of Mark, as well as us here today—we’d all expect that Jesus will provide more details about his central message. A new world order, a Kingdom of God—that was the really exciting news. When would it appear? What impact would this new society have on peoples’ lives and families? Would the arduous daily grind and drudgery cease? Would life become easier? Would the world be somehow better? If so, how?

Moreover, why should we believe Jesus? What evidence does he have that the Kingdom is about to be made manifest? Why should we turn our lives around simply because he asked us to?

These are the kinds of considerations we would demand today. Very likely those in antiquity would have been at least as inquisitive.

There’s another problem. If Jesus were the messiah, why did nobody other than Peter think he was one? According to the disciples’ report, nobody—absolutely nobody—had placed him in this category. They just didn’t think of him in those terms. Peter’s idea that he might be messiah crops up “out of the blue.” There is no groundwork for understanding his mission in those terms and no indication that any of Jesus’s other disciples shared Peter’s opinion. No groundswell of approval is mentioned—no round of applause, no instant great acclamation. Peter’s statement is just left out there, hanging.

Moreover, if Jesus were to promote himself publicly as a messiah, what would the crowds have associated with that claim? What would they have understood by the term “messiah”? In other words, what did Jews in the 1st century Galilee think a messiah would be?

Surely the Gospel of Mark will go on to probe all these issues, in detail.

But, surprisingly, that is not the case.

Everyone Goes Silent: Jesus, Peter, Disciples

Jesus does not comment on Peter’s dramatic insight. The Gospel of Mark simply informs us that Jesus “sternly ordered them not to tell anyone about him” (Mark 8:30). So, the injunction is to keep quiet about this grandiose claim.

Why silence? Why did Jesus press the mute button, at least with respect to this role?

Silence is curious. Surely if this insight were so important, presumably Jesus—and especially the author of the Gospel of Mark—would be eager to explain the significance of this conceptual breakthrough. What does this claim mean? What’s the job description? Does Jesus measure up?

These are the questions that should drive the narrative. But this is not what happens. The author of the Gospel of Mark immediately drops the topic of Jesus as a messiah. Jesus remains silent. The disciples do not discuss the insight. Peter offers no explanation of what he meant by his sudden declaration. There is no discussion, no elaboration, and no explanation why Peter’s view is so at odds with those of the crowds Jesus had spoken to. If being a messiah is what Jesus wanted his audience to understand about him, why no analysis of this serious miscommunication? It does not bode well for his political and religious mission to be so far off the mark when it comes to establishing an identity, a brand. No one identifies him as messiah… except Peter. And Jesus does not reinforce this perception.

So what might this silence mean?

There are various explanations.

At this point in the Gospel of Mark’s narrative—halfway through, the eighth out of 16 chapters—silence may represent a secret understanding between Jesus and his students. They now know—and he knows they now know—his true identity. Silence may therefore represent a tacit endorsement, a secret pact shared by Jesus and his closest associates. A century ago, William Wrede dubbed this Mark’s “messianic secret.”III He put forward this view to help explain why there is no unambiguous claim in the gospel that Jesus is the messiah: Jesus colludes with his closest associates to keep it a secret.

That’s one interpretation. However, there is no evidence for this view other than silence. That’s reading a lot into the absence of discussion.

There are other ways of construing silence. Perhaps Jesus entertained reservations about the possible consequences of announcing his messiahship prematurely. Maybe he judged the time was not ripe for this disclosure. He would have known that to put himself forward as a messiah would be a radical and, possibly, a life-threatening step.

Jesus as the messiah represents a much more powerful claim than being an Elijah, a monotheistic miracle worker, and forerunner of God’s Kingdom. It’s a more important title than that of prophet. It’s also a much stronger claim than saying he was like the charismatic John the Baptist, however much he and John were alike in their missions to transform people’s commitments.

So, messiah? Proclaiming him as such would bring powerful and challenging forces into play. Entrenched political and religious interests would immediately raise the threat level to “severe” or “critical.” Jesus would become a marked man, singled out for special attention from both Jewish and Roman officials concerned with protecting their power base from any upstart political operative. Maybe Jesus was just not ready for such a momentous step. Perhaps the foundations for such a bold move had not yet been sufficiently laid. Maybe it was just too risky for him to declare his candidacy.

After all, in his day, there were no messiahship primaries. There was no testing of the waters to gauge audience appeal and political receptivity.

Perhaps Jesus was just scared, wary of all the complex emotions and high hopes people of the time might read into his mission if he promoted himself as the messiah. Their expectations would have been enormous and varied as we shall see.

Nor was Jesus the only messianic contender. The Essenes looked for two messiahs. One would be a king; the other, a priest. They thought that both human leaders would join forces—an early Justice League perhaps? According to the War Scroll of the Dead Sea Scroll Community, these two leaders would combat evil through warfare, help bring about an independent Jewish state under the sovereignty of God, and reform Temple worship. The Zealots, too, entertained their own messianic dreams. Tired of waiting for God to act, this militant group actively fought the Romans with guerrilla tactics, ambushes, and armed skirmishes. Members of this radical Jewish faction were not waiting for God to act: they took matters into their own hands to rid the land of the colonialist occupiers.

Dismay may represent another possibility. Jesus may have been thoroughly disappointed that people didn’t think of him in messianic terms, that is, as a king, as the new David. Yes, he had spoken about a Kingdom, but the crowds were not thinking of him as the king of that Kingdom. They just did not perceive him to be royalty, someone who as a sovereign would assist God in the transformation of society. If Jesus thought of himself as a messiah, he may have realized he needed more time to beef up his royal résumé.

That would take some doing. Was he a king? Was he a descendant of King David? What royal credentials could he muster?

There’s a serious issue with Jesus’s ancestry and it has to do with theology. Writing later in the 1st century than Mark, the authors of the gospels of MatthewIV and Luke contend that Jesus had no human father. They advance a virginal conception and virgin birth view of Jesus in order to bolster the theological position that God had become incarnate in Jesus. That theological view holds that Jesus was born of the Virgin Mary, without any male involvement. Joseph played no role in Jesus’s conception. So, Jesus had no biological human father.

Virgin birth theology thus jeopardizes any attempt to trace Jesus’s lineage back through Joseph to David some 1000 years earlier. Having no human father makes Joseph’s ancestry irrelevant. It breaks the family chain, at least through Jesus’s paternal lineage. Thus, virgin birth theology undermines Jesus’s claims to royalty and thus to being a potential messiah, a descendant of King David.

Maybe ancestry back to David could be established through his maternal lineage. Perhaps his mother, Mary, could trace her ancestry back to King David. That possibility, however, encounters another theological roadblock. According to the 2nd century writing, the Infancy Gospel of James, Mary, the mother of Jesus, was also conceived mysteriously, without male involvement. So she, too, had no human father. This contention gave rise to the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox doctrine of the immaculate conception of Mary. This view—Mary having no human father—undermines any attempt to trace Jesus’s ancestry through Mary’s lineage back to King David, at least through her patrilineal ancestry. So that ancestral link is blocked by theology: no link from Jesus back through Mary’s paternal ancestry to David. It leaves open the possibility of matrilineal ancestry back to King David through Mary’s mother, Anna. However, we know nothing of the Jesus-Mary-Anna family line.

So, was Jesus connected to King David? Did he have royal credentials? No credible biological lineage is provided. At best, one could argue that Jesus was born under mysterious circumstances into a family descended from David—assuming Joseph’s lineage is secure—although he himself was not of royal blood from Joseph’s DNA.

Did being a messiah mean rebellion against Rome? If so, how would rulers such as Herod Antipas react, that wily political leader who had already killed John the Baptist simply because he had become too popular? How would Roman authorities in Jerusalem take to someone claiming to be a “King of the Jews?” Perhaps Jesus assessed the mood of the nation and judged that now was not the right time for such a proclamation.

On the other hand, it may be that the author of the Gospel of Mark simply wanted to create suspense, to tease us into wondering how this revelation might play out. In this sense, silence would represent a dramatic artifice: an attempt to get us—the reader—involved in the saga. Perhaps he wanted us to wonder if Jesus might evolve into a messiah and if he would be accepted by the crowds as such. This interpretation does not necessarily mean that Jesus himself urged silence. It would be a narrative device designed by the gospel writer to create suspense for his readers.

Alternatively, Jesus may simply have enjoyed hearing the range of impressions he had stirred up without endorsing any one in particular. Perhaps it was, after all, just a midterm assessment partway through his mission. It’s stock-taking, that’s all, something to take into account moving forward.

At any rate, midway through the gospel, Mark drops messiah talk. Perhaps the Gospel of Mark is just not the right place to search for messiah.

Let’s jump ahead 300 years.


The Nicene Creed Is Silent

But there is another problem and it, too, is a curious one. Jesus as the Messiah is not mentioned as an article of faith in the defining statement of Christian belief, the Nicene Creed. Since 325, Christians are those individuals who affirm the truth of the Nicene Creed. Those who don’t, aren’t. In many Christian denominations, the Nicene Creed is said or chanted during worship services—at the Catholic Mass, the Eastern Orthodox Divine Liturgy, as well as in Anglican and Lutheran Eucharists. That’s 80 percent of all Christians worldwide. Protestants and Evangelicals tend not to recite this ancient creed, although it is typically embedded in their articles of faith as positions to which their denomination adheres.

Here’s a portion of the Nicene Creed pertaining to Jesus, using Anglican sources. The wording is from its contemporary Episcopal Church USA expression, with emphasis added:


We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,

the only Son of God,

…

For us and for our salvation

he came down from heaven:

by the power of the Holy Spirit

he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary,

and was made man.

For our sake he was crucified

under Pontius Pilate;

he suffered death and was buried.

On the third day he rose again…



Notice the two phrases:


1. “… and was made man.”

2. “For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate.”



There’s an enormous gap between (1) and (2): all of Jesus’s life, teachings, and actions. It is as if his human life, his creative parables about the Kingdom of God, and the Lord’s Prayer expressing hope for the Kingdom to appear were of no consequence. All that has disappeared. The creed shifts the focus from the teachings of Jesus about the Kingdom of God to beliefs about Jesus, his divinity, and role in salvation.V It’s as if he was born to die, not to teach.

Most noticeably, there is no statement affirming that “we believe that Jesus is the Messiah.” That’s simply not there, although he is called “Jesus Christ” as if Christos were a surname.

The creed’s primary claim is that God is manifested as a trinity—Father, Son, Holy Spirit—although the essence of God is one. It goes on to affirm that God became human in the form of Jesus, that Jesus was raised from the dead, and that this resurrection makes possible eternal life. According to the Nicene Creed, these doctrines are the badge of Christian belief.

This creed does not mandate belief that Jesus is the long-promised Jewish messiah. That claim simply is not made in this carefully crafted, authoritative defining statement of what it means to be Christian. So, it would appear that the Creed is not the place to search for messiah.

Again, there is silence.

Overwhelming Silence

So, what we have is sheer silence—by Jesus, the disciples, Peter, the author of the Gospel of Mark, and the Nicene Creed.

Mark leaves us hanging, wondering what Peter’s claim means. What constitutes a messiah? Does Jesus qualify? If so, how?

So, we come back to a fundamental question: What did Jews at the time of Jesus understand by the term “messiah”? What was the job description? Until we know that, we cannot evaluate the validity of Peter’s insight… or even begin to understand what he may have meant.

So we, the reader of the Gospel of Mark, are left puzzling why there is such silence concerning Peter’s insight. Why no follow-up?

As it turns out, there are more problems than sheer silence. There is conflicting evidence concerning what was actually said at Caesarea Philippi on this momentous occasion. As it turns out, the evidence is contradictory.

I. The word “gospel” is old English for “good news” (godspel).

II. YHVH is the sacred name of God. It is not uttered in Jewish circles being read instead as either “Adonai” (the Lord) or HaShem (the Name). Christian scholars might insert two vowels, vocalizing it as “Yahveh” or “Yahweh.” Older English Bibles insert three vowels and express the name as “Jehovah” as do many older Christian hymns as in “Guide me, O Thou great Jehovah.”

III. William Wrede, The Messianic Secret. Trans. J. C. G. Greig. London: James Clarke & Co., 1971. First published in German in 1901.

IV. The author of the Gospel of Matthew in the 80s was the first to suggest this and the author of the Gospel of Luke followed in the 90s. The author of the Gospel of Mark, Paul and the author(s) of the Gospel of Thomas do not mention this theological view.

V. This is the same shift as with Peter’s insight of Jesus as messiah: away from the Kingdom message to the person of Jesus.






3 ABOUT THE GOSPELS [image: ]


The Gospel of Mark is not the only writing to speak of Jesus asking his disciples about his identity. The Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of Thomas present remarkably different versions of the incident. They not only disagree with Mark, but with each other. Hence, we have three varying accounts. Which version (if any) is correct?

In other words, the evidence we have before us as to the accuracy of this encounter between Jesus and his disciples is contradictory.

Before we discuss these radically differing accounts, it is helpful to keep in mind what we now know of the gospels according to modern critical historical scholarship. The gospels differ from each other as much as media outlets such as CNN, Fox, MSNBC, and Breitbart do. The latter all have different agendas, messages, and audiences. Perhaps the gospels do as well. So, let’s first explore why the various gospels are so different. Then we’ll examine the differing accounts of the incident at Caesarea Philippi in Matthew and Thomas in the following chapter.

Reading any gospel requires bifocals because we are always looking at two different timeframes. One has to do with the time of writing, the late 1st century. That’s one layer—what the writer of that gospel is trying to communicate to his audience at his time of writing. The other has to do with the events about which the gospel writes, things that happened decades earlier. That’s another layer, buried deep under the first. This bottom stratum has to do with what Jesus was trying to communicate to his audience in his era.

Those two time periods are decades apart and that temporal gap plays an important part in interpreting the gospel writings.

As we shall see, some incidents and sayings appear to stem less from the time of Jesus and more from the author’s own time. In other words, not everything that is attributed in the gospels to Jesus can actually be from Jesus. Some sayings attributed to Jesus may be just that: utterances ascribed back to Jesus by the gospel writer as if Jesus had said them. But it is that “if” we must keep in mind.

So, in a sense, there are two Jesuses: one from the time of writing and one from earlier times. They are significantly different.

As we shall shortly see, there are far more than just two Jesuses. There are four gospels included in the Christian Scriptures/New Testament: Mark, Matthew, Luke, and John. In addition, there are others not included, for instance, the Gospel of Thomas, Gospel of Peter, Gospel of Philip, Gospel of Mary Magdalene, Gospel of the Hebrews, Gospel of Truth, Gospel of the Savior, and so on. These writings favored by various groups of early Christians add richness and complexity to perceptions of Jesus, each having agendas and audiences. Only those gospels included in the New Testament will be discussed here.

Background: About the Gospels

Not Transcripts

We should resist the temptation to regard the four gospel writings as transcripts or recordings made at the time in which the incidents and sayings occurred. It is not as if Jesus’s students took notes while he spoke. In modern terms, the gospels are not verbatim reports, not meeting minutes, and, above all, they are not instantaneous tweets. So, to speak accurately, one should not say, “Jesus said…” but rather “the author of the Gospel of X said Jesus said…”

According to the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus was born shortly before the death of Herod the Great, that is, before 4 BCE. The Gospel of Luke places his birth almost a decade later, in 6 CE. He was executed by means of crucifixion in the early 30s, sometime between 30 and 33 (scholars differ here). His mission occurred during the late 20s and early 30s—likely over a three-year period.

According to modern scholarship,I the gospels were written in the late 1st century between the years 70 and 100. So, with Jesus dying in the early 30s, there’s a significant gap of some 40 to 70 or more years between the time when the events occurred and the time of writing. The gospels are creative writings—not on-the-spot reports—composed in political, religious, and social circumstances vastly different from the environment in which Jesus spoke and acted.

Unknown Authors

The author of the Gospel of Mark was a well-educated individual, writing in Greek, around 70. We don’t know who this author was—the gospel is merely attributed in antiquity to ‘a Mark.’ We’re supposed to think that it was Mark, an associate of Paul. But the writing is anonymous: it is not signed and there is no statement in the gospel about the identity of its author. We could equally call it Gospel One, indicating that it was the first in a series of gospels.

Attributing a writing to an ancient figure was common practice in the ancient world. Works were attributed to such individuals as Philip, Thomas, Mary the Magdalene, and even one to the Savior himself. There are also writings attributed to Paul (that is, writings in addition to the ones deemed genuine), John, Peter, Timothy, James (Jesus’s brother), Jude (another of Jesus’s brothers), as well as to Hebrew Bible/Old Testament figures such as Enoch, Solomon, Ezra, Jacob, and many others. Apart from their genuine writings, additional works were attributed in antiquity to the Greek philosopher Plato and to the Roman thinker and statesman, Seneca. According to scholars, there is no good reason to accept any of these attributions. They are meant to lend weight to the views expressed within the writings penned by anonymous authors.

So, according to modern scholarship, these gospel writings are effectively anonymous.

Unknown Sources of Information

Whatever the identity of the author of the gospel we refer to as Mark, he was not present at the time of the original incidents. He himself was not an eye witness to the events about which he writes. He created his document two generations later, some 40 years or so after the events in question. He probably used other peoples’ recollections—perhaps many—but no source materials and no witnesses are named. Likely he used various chains of testimony, one of which might have gone as follows: A provides a report to the author of the gospel, having heard it from B, his grandmother, who had heard it from a friend C whose cousin D had heard of it from a friend E who had heard it from the son F whose father G had been present. But we don’t know the eye-witness sequences for any specific incident.

Moreover, there are no indications as to the identity of the witnesses or how many there were. We don’t know how extensively the writers canvassed people who remembered the sayings and doings of Jesus who were alive at the time they were writing. Nor do we know how carefully they vetted and fact-checked their testimonies. We also don’t know if they received conflicting accounts and, if so, how they sifted through different sets of remembrances judging which ones to be more reliable than the others. Basing reports on a string of unidentified—and now unidentifiable—hearsay narratives is faulty historical methodology.

Even firsthand contemporaneous eye-witness testimony can differ significantly, no matter how sincere each person is. What a number of people discern in any event can vary immensely. Think back to a more recent event comparable to the gap in time to what the gospel authors were faced with. Let’s go back to events 40 to 70 years earlier. For instance, with the assassination of President John F. Kennedy almost 60 years ago, there were many eye witnesses. Even with live TV and radio coverage, personal film footage such as Abraham Zapruder’s, and the extensive Warren Commission investigation, we have a wealth of differing interpretations as to what happened. People dispute who was involved, the number and location of shooters, who might have benefitted from the assassination, and why the incident occurred. That Kennedy was killed is agreed upon, but by whom, why, and how is open to speculation.

Moreover, for events in the life of Jesus, there would have been not just one chain of remembrances, but many. No one source could have witnessed Jesus’s whole life, from birth, through Passover in Jerusalem at the age of 12, to his three-year mission in the Galilee, his dramatic entrance into Jerusalem, his trial, and death. There would have been many different witnesses to each of these significant moments in the life of Jesus. Not many, however, would have been available to the gospel writers decades later. This is especially the case since these authors composed their works outside of Israel, in other parts of the Roman Empire.

Not knowing the source of information for many incidents such as Jesus’s birth and his trial poses serious questions for the historian. For example, we do not know who might have been present at Jesus’s trial who could accurately convey, some 40 or 70 years later, what actually occurred. All the disciples, for instance, had fled.II So who provided this information?

Source analysis is somewhat more complex than just outlined but, for our purposes, this does not have to be probed in detail. While we don’t know the sources for the Gospel of Mark, there were sources for Matthew and Luke. They both used the earlier gospel, Mark. Luke may also have used Matthew (scholars disagree). Both Matthew and Luke contributed some material of their own.III The late Gospel of John used his own traditions. The details here need not concern us, for they simply drive the questions back: we do not know the evidential base for these gospels or any of their source materials—or even if the events and sayings have simply been made up. That’s a handicap for any serious historical analysis.

Historical Gap

In addition to not knowing the sources for the gospels (or, in turn, their sources) or the identity of their authors, a huge temporal gap exists between when the events that are said to have happened and when they were written down. Think back in our own society to events some 40 to 70 years ago, in the 1950s to 1980s: the Korean War, the Cold War, the Berlin Wall, the Vietnam conflict, and so on. Pretend that there are no written records between those events and ours, no videotapes, no books, and no TV footage. Imagine having to reconstruct the travels, speeches, and actions of various presidents from this time, Harry S. Truman, Dwight D. Eisenhower, and Ronald Reagan among them. Imagine having to reconstruct this from a chain of disparate remembrances of people alive during that era who may have conveyed what they recalled to others, friends, enemies, family members, journalists, each with their own agendas and political beliefs, before finally coming to you. That’s the reality the gospel writers faced.

Their problem, however, was even more challenging. The examples given above are all American: an American event years ago and an American account today. But the gospels were written outside their Jewish environment—perhaps in Syria, Rome, or Alexandria. They were not composed in the same geographical area in which the events took place decades earlier. That is, they were not being written in the land of Jesus, in the Galilee, or in Jerusalem where there might be grandchildren or great-grandchildren of people who had encountered Jesus at various points in his life. The gospel writers were living in different parts of the empire in an environment hostile to the new religious movement.
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